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Until recently, people knew a madman 
when they saw one. Or they thought they 
did. They also knew what to do with a 
madman: they put him behind bars, usual- 
ly for life. Now, for the first time in modern 
history, there is some reason to believe that 
the long night of the psychiatric Dark Ages 
is coming to an end. 

Although neither psychiatrists nor lay- 
men could ever satisfactorily define sanity, 
they all knew that if a person claims to be 
Jesus, then he is mad—insane, psychotic, 
schizophrenic, whatever. But crazy, for 
sure. Similarly, although no one could 
clearly define the criteria for commitment 
to an insane asylum, everyone knew that if 
a person announces that he is going to kill 
himself, then he ought to be locked up—to 
protect him from himself, to cure his psy- 
chosis or schizophrenia or whatever. Ern- 
est Hemingway, for example, was locked 
up and given electric shock treatments 
against his will for precisely such reasons. 

For several years before the carnage in 
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Guyana, the Reverend Jim Jones repeatedly claimed that he 
was Jesus. He also repeatedly threatened to kill himself— 
and to take his followers with him in a mass suicide—if peo- 
ple didn’t do as he told them. Many knew that Jim Jones 
made such a claim about himself and uttered such a threat 
against others. Many who knew this were intelligent and in- 
fluential persons, some of them physicians and lawyers. But 
not one of them said that Jones was mad or suggested that 
he ought to be committed to a mental hospital. 

Why didn’t anyone “discover” that Jones was “mentally 
ill” before he died, especially since that “diagnosis” seems 
now so obvious to everyone? Because he had powerful poli- 
tical friends? That cannot explain it. Secretary of Defense 
James Forrestal had much more powerful political friends 
and sought only his own death, whereas the Rev. Jones 
sought the death of his family and followers as well. Never- 
theless, Forrestal was captured, confined, and psychiatri- 
cally destroyed, but Jones was not. 

Did Jim Jones escape psychiatric diagnosis and detention 
because he made a good impression on people? That cannot 
explain it either. Marilyn Monroe made a much better im- 
pression, but was made to suffer the indignity of involun- 
tary mental hospitalization nevertheless. 

The answer, I think, is simple. The American people— 
and, most importantly, journalists and judges and politi- 
cians—have opened their eyes and ears and are beginning to 
look at and listen to madmen as well as mad-doctors. When 
Jones declared that he was Jesus, people interpreted this to 
mean that he wanted to be like Him, that he wanted to be 
admired like he is, and so forth. This view of madness is 
both a cause and a consequence of a dramatic shift in the 
public perception of madness and the public policy toward 
it (each affecting the other). 

Until recently, when madmen asserted certain (possibly) 
metaphorical claims, their assertions were invariably inter- 
preted literally. If the “patient” said he was Jesus, then 
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asserting a peed al claim; ergo, he was not crazy. 
more Jones escalated his claims, the more “charismatic” / 
(confident)—and the less “crazy” (deluded)—he appeared. 
Indeed, even in his penultimate performance, one could not 


distinguish the literal from the metaphorical, the real front, 


the fake, from what Jones said. The truth about Jone 


became known only after the bodies were counted. Then; 


the chorus called him crazy. 
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Jones’s self-definition as Jesus was regarded as a symbol of 
his “humanitarianism”—rather than as a symptom of his 
megalomania; similarly, his rituals of mass suicide were 
viewed as the thunderings of an angry prophet—rather than 
as the blackmailings of a blood-thirsty terrorist. 

President and Mrs. Carter say that they are “born-again” 
Christians. We interpret that claim metaphorically—and 
either approve it or ignore it. But what if we gave that 
message a literal reading? We might then expect each of 
them to produce two birth certificates to substantiate their 
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away from a certifiable madman like the Rev. Jim Jones?” “ 
What Buchanan does not understand, perhaps does not 
want to understand, is that whether a person is considered * 
mad depends not on what he does but on how we interpret. 
what he does. For a number of reasons (among which the 
changing attitude toward madness is probably only one), 
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ZaS a recent immigrant from Eastern Europe, for 
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eplied the doctor, who might have been a poet in 
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Juttering in an English- speaking stomach. 


Detry, politics, and psychiatry all come down to 
age—to the ancient truth which we forget at our own 
amely, that it is by controlling words that we control 


‘men. Let us rejoice at the prospect of a world freed of its 


psychiatric blinders. Perhaps the time is now near when 
madness will be a purely posthumous diagnosis. That day 
will be a new dawn for liberty. CJ 


Thomas S. $zasz is professor of psychiatry at the State University of 
New York’s Upstate Medical Center in Syracuse, and a contri- 
buting editor of Inquiry. He has long been a leader inthe fight 
against involuntary mental hospitalization. His many books 
include The Myth of Mental Illness, The Theology of Medicine, 
Schizophrenia, and, most recently, The Myth of Psychotherapy. 


JANUARY 1979 


35 


